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2018 turns out to be a big year for the eunuch in China Studies. The publi-
cation of three very distinct monographs on the subject speaks to the 
richness of inquiries done in the recent years: Norman Kutcher’s Eunuch 
and Emperor in the Great Age of Qing Rule, Howard Chiang’s After Eunuchs: 
Science, Medicine, and the Transformations of Sex in Modern China, and the 
book under review here. Whereas Kutcher’s analysis focuses on the 
eunuch’s persistent role in court politics and Chiang’s uses the late Qing 
eunuch as a point of departure for his discussion of gender and identity 
primarily in the twentieth century, Dale’s book pays the closest attention to 
Qing eunuchs as real people that existed in a real society: their life, career 
at court (focusing more on the typical “masses” than the powerful few), 
and, perhaps of the most relevance to readers of this journal, the emascu-
lation procedure that left indelible marks on their bodies.  
The main thesis of Dale’s book is that eunuchs must be understood as a 
social phenomenon that kept evolving throughout imperial history, and 
that the Qing period stood clearly apart from its predecessors in how the 
dynasty recruited, employed, and treated them. In Dale’s words, we need 
to look at the “other side of eunuch history” to dislodge the stubborn 
stereotype of eunuchs bequeathed to us by Confucian historiography. After 
the introduction lays out the main arguments of the book, nine compact 
chapters roughly follows the life course of a typical eunuch, from emascu-
lation and recruitment to discharge and retirement. The last chapter of the 
book follows the narrative into the early Republican period, when the 
eunuch system was “retired” as a whole subsequent to the last Qing 
emperor’s departure from the palace. Drawing its sources from a wide 
variety of Qing archival documents, Westerners’ accounts after 1860, and 
oral histories conducted in the twentieth century, Dale opens paths for 
readers to not only peek into the Qing eunuch’s social world but also 
empathize with them. Much insight in Chinese scholarship is also 
presented here for the first time in English. Here we hear less about the 
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profiteering exploits of notorious eunuchs, but the severing of ties with 
birth families upon emasculation, the painful process of acclimation to 
hierarchies and norms of sequestered palace life, the oft-abrupt end of their 
modest career, and the difficulty of reintegration back into a society that 
still stigmatized them. 
Two substantive observations stood out for me from Dale’s richly 
documented book. First, that the Qing regime pivoted away from the Ming 
practice of staffing the inner court with a lot of eunuchs (estimated at 
70,000-100,000 by the end of the dynasty), reducing the total number of 
palace eunuchs to 3,300 even when it peaked during the Kangxi reign (21). 
The proportion here (3-5%) is important: strategically and ideologically, the 
Qing state distanced itself from eunuch politics and the very act of emas-
culation itself. The recruitment of eunuchs through a handful of licensed 
“knife experts” (daozijiang 刀子匠) emphasized the rhetoric of voluntary 
castration, thereby recasting the court’s employment of them as an act of 
benevolence rather than necessary exploitation. In other words, poverty 
became the only acceptable excuse for people to mutilate their sons; the 
“knife expert” who was often involved in the trafficking of young boys 
became the new patriarch of the emasculated boy (Chap. 2). Once inside 
the palace, eunuchs formed a mirror image of the society outside, albeit one 
constituted by the outcast and the abject. 
The second observation then follows the first one: the new-found abject 
status of eunuchs in fact resulted in a perennial shortage of labor that was 
necessary for staffing the expanding imperial court during the eighteenth 
century. Interestingly, we find the Qianlong emperor bound in a dilemma 
between sticking to the low quota of eunuch labor set forth by his 
grandfather and running his expanding estates in the Old Summer Palace 
and Chengde. The Imperial Household Department (Neiwufu 內務府), 
charged with the thankless task of managing and disciplining palace staff, 
resorted to heavy-handed corporal punishment in an essentially autonomous 
court system, only to be confronted with frequent escape (Chap. 6), suicide 
(Chap. 7), and numerous infringements of settled rules. To the horror of the 
emperor, sons of impoverished Manchu bannermen were found within the 
ranks of palace eunuchs, and the Imperial Household Department’s effort 
to preserve Manchu dignity proved to be in vain (43-44). The boundaries 
between bondservants (Manchu: booi; Chinese baoyi 包衣) and eunuchs 
were more fluid than what appeared on paper, as the ranks of palace 
eunuchs became even more diminished following the 1813 Millenarian 
Rebellion and rules further relaxed after 1850. Contrary to the exaggerated, 
and oft-demonized portrayal of late Qing eunuchs—a perspective heavily 
shaded by Western visitors to the court after 1860—the demise of their 
profession was a long process that started well before the 1911 revolution. 
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Overall, Dale’s analysis showcases the potential of thinking socially 
about a technical subject such as the expertise of emasculation. When we 
consider the loci of knowledge in history, it is imperative to also recognize 
the political and very human implications of that knowledge in a given 
society. Did the “knife experts” possess recognized expertise of human 
anatomy and surgical skills that should be acknowledged? Probably. Yet 
we must also ask why their apparent expertise was kept closed to outsiders 
and never textualized in any form, and the answer to that lies in a holistic 
understanding of the stigma of emasculation and the political conundrum 
the Qing faced in its dual struggle to staff its inner court and to maintain a 
clean conscience at least in rhetoric. The eunuch was the essential social 
outcast in Qing China that is always good to think with. Melissa Dale’s 
concise and accessible account gives all of us something to learn. 
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